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T
HE CORE VAL UES of the United
States Air Force—in teg rity first, serv -
ice bef ore self, and ex cel lence in all
we do—are as ton ish ingly sim ple and
force ful. But are they too sim ple and 

too force ful? Are they so sim ple, so gen eral,
they can mean any thing to any one? If so,

will they turn out to be only this year’s slo -
gan? Are they so force ful, so de mand ing,
they are un re al is tic?  If so, will they lead to
hy poc risy or cyni cism?

Ques tions like these are not un rea son -
able—but they have good an swers, and it is
worth spell ing them out. There are many
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good ap proaches to these ques tions, but I
think dis tinc tions and meth ods of moral
phi loso phy of fer an es pe cially prom is ing
way to ex plain the tre men dous ap peal and
power of the Air Force core val ues. That is
what I at tempt here—an ex pla na tion of the
Air Force core val ues based on strate gies of
moral rea son ing.  I first de scribe pos si ble
mis un der stand ings about the core val ues.
Then I claim that air men can use the core
val ues to frame and re solve ethi cal is sues
be cause the core val ues can rep re sent all di -
men sions of the struc ture and pur pose of
mo ral ity. Un der stood in terms of the struc -
ture of mo ral ity, the core val ues rep re sent
the core con cepts air men need to frame
ethi cal is sues. Un der stood in terms of the
pur pose of mo ral ity, they rep re sent the val -
ues air men need to re solve those is sues.1

Misunderstandings about
the Core Values

There are sev eral rea sons to doubt the
core val ues. None of them is sound, but it is
im pera tive to con front them head- on.  One
rea son for skep ti cism is that the core val ues
may not last. They could be a fad. Or gani za -
tions of all kinds—busi nesses, serv ice or gani -
za tions, and fed eral, state, and lo cal
gov ern ment agen cies—have “bought into”
the no tion of core val ues.2 Man age ment
tools change, how ever, and core val ues may
sooner or later go out of style.3  If core val -
ues be come tired for mu las, lead ers will need 
new de vices to pro mote ethi cal be hav ior.
But even if the core val ues fash ion lasts a
while, will the Air For ce’s cur rent core val -
ues last?  Will an other sec re tary or chief of
staff name new core val ues or re store the six 
the Air Force had bef ore the cur rent three
were an nounced in 1995?

Ask ing whether a new ad mini stra tion
might name new core val ues raises a more
gen eral ques tion: On what ba sis does any
ad mini stra tion pick the Air For ce’s core val -

ues?  How do we ex plain why in teg rity, serv -
ice, and ex cel lence—and only these
three—are the Air For ce’s core val ues? There
is no doubt these val ues are vi tally im por -
tant to any ethi cal or gani za tion. But for that 
very rea son, air men may ask them selves
how these val ues dis tin guish the Air Force
from other or gani za tions. Why are mili tary
vir tues like cour age and obe di ence not
among the air man’s core val ues?  Then, too, 
how should the Air Force co or di nate its core 
val ues with the other armed serv ices and the 
rest of the fed eral gov ern ment?  Each of the
armed serv ices has a dif fer ent list of core
val ues.4  The Joint Eth ics Regu la tion, which
de scribes it self as “the sin gle source of stan -
dards of ethi cal con duct and eth ics guid -
ance” (em pha sis added)5 for all of the
De part ment of De fense (DOD), has its own
list of ethi cal val ues.6  This va ri ety of val ues
just within DOD could lead some to con -
clude that any set of val ues is as good as the
next.

Un der stood in terms of  the
struc ture of mo ral ity, the core
val ues rep re sent the core con cepts
air men need to frame ethi cal is sues.

A more trou bling ques tion about the core 
val ues is whether they are un re al is tic—so un -
re al is tic that they are ir rele vant in prac tice
or, even worse, will re sult in hy poc risy. It is
not just that the val ues could seem too ab -
stract to be mean ing ful or too dif fi cult to at -
tain in the real world. Rather, taken lit er ally, 
they seem im pos si ble to at tain. In teg rity, at
least if un der stood as sim ple hon esty, may
seem easy—just tell the truth. But if we un -
der stand any thing about hu man fal li bil ity,
it is that no one can be com pletely guile less
with self and oth ers all the time. Simi larly,
no one can be com pletely self less all the
time. In fact, it usu ally hap pens that the less 
mili tary mem bers think of them selves, the
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more likely they are to suc ceed; and so
service bef ore self could even be come a kind 
of self ish ness. And no one can ex cel at eve -
ry thing. Given hu man limi ta tions, we
achieve ex cel lence in some ar eas by con cen -
trat ing on them while ac cept ing me di oc rity
in oth ers. Thus, it seems eve ry one will
sooner or later fail to meet the “zero de -
fects” stan dard that in teg rity, serv ice, and
ex cel lence ap pear to re quire.  If it seems in -
evi ta ble that air men, in clud ing Air Force
lead ers, will fall short of these im pos si bly
high prin ci ples, is it not just as in evi ta ble
that cyni cism and hy poc risy will re sult? 
 Claim ing that the Air Force holds in di vidu -
als ac count able for breaches of these ap par -
ently un re al is tic val ues can only ex ac er bate
the cyni cism and hy poc risy.

The most se ri ous ques tion about the core
val ues is whether they can per mit or even
pro mote im mor al ity. A per son can be forth -
rightly hon est, for get about self, and achieve 
ex cel lent re sults—all for the sake of an evil
pur pose. Nazi lead ers ex pected their of fi cers
to re port truth fully the de tails of their
crimes against hu man ity. In obe di ence to
or ders to com mit these crimes, Na zis will -
ingly put serv ice bef ore self.  In deed, they
sac ri ficed their souls do ing so. And Na zis
con stantly sought more ef fi cient ways to ex -
cel in car ry ing out their atroci ties.7  In teg -
rity, serv ice, and ex cel lence by them selves
do not ap pear to guar an tee mo ral ity. On the 
con trary, if they re duce mo ral ity to truth ful
re port ing, work ing self lessly, and ob tain ing
ex cel lent re sults, the core val ues will mask
fun da men tal ethi cal prob lems. An air man
single- mindedly em brac ing hon esty, self less
work, and ex cel lent re sults might fail to ask
what these val ues are for.  They could as eas -
ily be for a law less, im moral re gime as for a
law- abiding, moral de moc racy.  Air men
whose val ues are sim ply to tell the truth, to
fol low or ders at any cost, to per form well,
and noth ing more, could not draw an ethi -
cal dis tinc tion be tween the two. Taken this

way, the core val ues could be come means to 
an evil end.8 But all these doubts are mis -
takes, and lin ing the core val ues up with the
struc ture and pur pose of mo ral ity shows
why.

The Structure of Morality
and the Core Values

The struc ture of mo ral ity, as I un der stand 
it, has three di men sions—agent, act, and out -
come. Strate gies for fram ing ethi cal is sues
line up along these three di men sions. This
sec tion first sketches the struc ture of mo ral -
ity and then de scribes a strat egy of moral
rea son ing based on each of its di men sions
and shows how that strat egy re fers di rectly
to one of the Air Force core val ues. The re -
sult is to show that the core val ues point out 
for air men all the kinds of strate gies there
are for fram ing moral is sues—and that this
ac counts for the core val ues’ com pre hen -
sive ness.9  Fi nally, I use this analy sis to an -
swer the ob jec tions that the core val ues
could be only a tran si tory slo gan and that
they are not par ticu larly ap pro pri ate for the
Air Force.

Agent, Act, and Outcome in Morality

Moral ex pe ri ence is of ten dense and com -
plex, but its struc ture is sim ple.  All of mo -
ral ity con cerns per sons do ing things that
af fect oth ers. The struc ture of mo ral ity is
sim ply some one do ing some thing to some -
one. The three di men sions of any ethi cal is -
sue are thus: (1) the some one who does
some thing, (2) the some thing that per son
does, and (3) the out come of that act for
some one.  In par ticu lar cases the lines di vid -
ing these di men sions will be blurred be -
cause the three di men sions are in ex tri ca bly
linked to gether. A per son per forms acts, but
those acts in turn help de fine who the per -
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son is.  Acts pro duce out comes, but acts are
in part de fined by their out comes.  And out -
comes af fect per sons, but it is those per sons
who say what the out comes mean for them -
selves and oth ers. Still, one can dis cern
these three di men sions—agent, act, and out -
come—in every ethi cal is sue. They are the
logic or gram mar of moral rea son ing—the
sub ject, verb, and ob ject.

Be cause they can be lined up with these
di men sions, the core val ues pro vide a force -
ful frame work for moral rea son ing. As the
analy sis be low shows, each of the core val -
ues matches one of these di men sions. In teg -
rity is about the per son who acts—the agent.
Serv ice is about what the per son does—the
per son’s acts. And ex cel lence is about what
the acts pro duce—the out come.  In this way,
the core val ues can com pletely de scribe any
moral situa tion and so can pro vide a com -
plete plan for fram ing ethi cal is sues.

In teg rity: Agent.  In morali ty’s struc ture
as “some one do ing some thing to some one,” 
the first di men sion is the some one who acts. 
Theo ries of mo ral ity ref er to this some one
as “the moral agent.” The moral agent may
be an in di vid ual—for ex am ple, an air man
car ry ing out or ders. Or the moral agent may 
be a group—for ex am ple, the staff of an Air
Force organi za tion work ing to gether as a
team. The moral agent may be di rectly re -
spon si ble—the air crew who puts the weapon
on tar get.  Or the moral agent may act by
sup port ing oth ers—the ground crew who
launches the mis sion.

The moral agent is the fo cus for one
strategy for fram ing ethi cal is sues.  Agent-
 focused theo ries map sig nifi cant fea tures of
the moral ter rain by re quir ing us to ask what 
the moral agent should be like. These theo ries 
em pha size that in eth ics, as in law, much de -
pends on the agent’s mo tives and in ten -
tions. For this strat egy of moral rea son ing,
it mat ters, for ex am ple, whether an air -
man’s mo tive for truth fully re port ing the
re sults of a mis sion is a sense of duty or a
fear of pun ish ment if caught ly ing.  For
these theo ries, in fact, the agent’s in ten -

tions would typi cally mat ter more than
what the agent in fact ac complishes.10

Moral value would de pend, for ex am ple,
more on the fact that a crew strug gled to
res cue a downed air man than on whether
they ac tu ally suc ceeded in do ing so.  The
agent’s in ten tions can also be called on to 
jus tify oth er wise trou bling re sults. For ex -
am ple, un der “the prin ci ple of dou ble
effect” and sub ject to cer tain strin gent
conditions, air men who kill or in jure
noncom bat ants in strik ing a tar get would be 
mor ally jus ti fied pro vided they did not in tend
to harm the non com bat ants—even if they
could fore see the harm.

Agent- focused theo ries also ask about
the agent’s moral char ac ter.  In deed, these
theories of ten take the po si tion that mo tive
and in tent must be wrapped into more gen -
eral ques tions about the kind of per son the
agent should be.  They ask what makes a
per son mor ally good or bad.  For ex am ple,
ly ing and slave hold ing are wrong be cause
they nec es sar ily cor rupt the moral char ac ter
of the liar and slave holder. Agent- focused
theo ries study char ac ter in gen eral and par -
ticu lar char ac ter traits called “vir tues” and
“vices.” Char ac ter and vir tue theo ries ask
what the vir tues are and how we learn and
teach them. West ern phi loso phy has its ori -
gins in such ques tions. Socra tes prac ticed
his be lief that “the un ex am ined life is not
worth liv ing” by ask ing prob ing ques tions
about cour age, jus tice, and other vir tues.11 
 Ar is tot le’s eth ics also fo cused on vir tues,
claim ing that moral vir tues are hab its ac -
quired through prac tice by find ing the mean
be tween ex tremes.12  The Be ati tudes too
rep re sent this ap proach. And it is an ap -
proach that has an in flu en tial place in con -
tem po rary aca demic and popu lar moral
phi loso phy—that is clear from the best- seller
suc cess of The Book of Vir tues.13  The agent-
 focused ap proach to moral rea son ing is in -
dis pen sa ble to air men in fram ing moral is -
sues—and it is one with which they are very
com fort able be cause of their strong sense of
per sonal honor.
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A per son can be forth rightly
hon est, for get about self, and
achieve ex cel lent re sults—all for
the sake of an evil pur pose.

The core value of “in teg rity first” points
di rectly to the moral agent—to the air man’s
char ac ter. In teg rity char ac ter izes the moral
agent.  We talk about in teg rity as some thing 
an air man has, as a char ac ter trait the moral
agent pos sesses to some de gree or an other.
When we speak of the moral agent’s in teg rity, 
we ref er not merely to his or her pro cliv ity
for hon esty, but more gen er ally to the kind
of per son he or she is and the mo tives and
in ten tions that mat ter to the agent.  In deed,
in teg rity is not just one more char ac ter trait. 
In teg rity de fines the agent.  As the ety mol ogy
of the word shows, in teg rity is “in te gral” to the
moral agent. It is in teg rity that “in te grates”
all of a per son’s moral traits.  An air man’s
in teg rity is his or her char ac ter.  Stak ing out
in teg rity as a core value makes char ac ter cru -
cial to moral rea son ing in the Air Force.  In
fram ing moral is sues, it is not enough for
air men to ask about acts and out comes.
They must also con sid er their char ac ter, the
kind of per sons they ought to be.  They
must ask what their in teg rity re quires and
how their acts will af fect their in teg rity.

Serv ice: The Act.  In morali ty’s struc ture
as “some one do ing some thing to some one,” 
the sec ond di men sion is the “do ing
something.” We can ref er to this di men -
sion as “the moral act.”  It may be ac tive or
pas sive, an act or an omis sion.  It may cause
something to hap pen—for ex am ple, an
air man strikes and de stroys a tar get.  Or
the moral act may al low some thing to hap -
pen—for ex am ple, lead ers al low an ac ci dent
to oc cur by fail ing to re strain a pi lot known
for un safe fly ing.

Un der stood in terms of morali ty’s
“some one do ing some thing to

some one” struc ture, the core val ues
are a com pre hen sive frame work

for moral rea son ing.

Like the moral agent, the moral act also
pro vides fo cus for a strat egy for fram ing
ethi cal is sues.  And like agent- focused theo ries,
act- focused moral theo ries out line sig nifi cant
fea tures of the moral ter rain.  They re quire
us to ask what acts ought to be done or what 
acts ought not to be done.  Act- focused
theo ries ask, that is, whether the act it self is
right or wrong.  These theo ries hold that
certain acts are mor ally right or wrong re gard -
less of the agent’s in ten tions, the act’s
consequences, or any other cir cum stances. For 
such theo ries, ly ing and slave hold ing are in -
her ently wrong re gard less of mo tives or con -
se quences. On this ap proach, a mor ally
re quired act is re quired even if no par ticu lar 
bene fit will result, and a mor ally pro hib ited
act is pro hib ited even if lit tle harm would re -
sult. Ac cord ing to this way of moral rea son -
ing, it is sim ply wrong for an air man not to
com plete an item on a check list—even if the
air man knows the dere lic tion would not re -
sult in an ac ci dent or any other bad con se -
quence. Thus, act- focused moral theo ries
are usu ally “de on to logi cal” be cause they
evalu ate acts, as well as per sons and re sults,
in terms of duty.  The moral agent has a
duty to per form mor ally re quired acts and 
a duty not to com mit mor ally pro hib ited
acts.  This fa mil iar and force ful way of think -
ing about mo ral ity is as old as the Ten Com -
mand ments.  Immanuel Kant’s “cate gori cal
im pera tive” is the best known and most
pow er ful phi loso phy of duty.14  Be cause of
their strong sense of duty for du ty’s sake,
air men un der stand that the act- focused ap -
proach to moral rea son ing is just as in -
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dispen sa ble in fram ing moral is sues as the
agent-f ocused ap proach.

The core value of “serv ice bef ore self”
points di rectly to the moral act—to the air -
man’s duty.  Serv ice de scribes what the
moral agent does.  Serv ice is an act done at
the di rec tion of and for a su pe rior.  It is an
act done out of a duty owed to a su pe rior
and with out re gard for the agent’s per sonal
in ter ests. The su pe rior for whom an air man
per forms a duty is some one in the chain of
com mand to whom the air man owes obe di -
ence.  In more gen eral terms, how ever, the
su pe rior whom the air man serves is also the
air man’s or gani za tion, the Air Force as a
whole, and the na tion. Still more gen er ally,
the su pe rior is sim ply duty it self. Serv ice is
per form ing a moral act for the sake of duty.
In this way, serv ice is not just a fea ture the
moral act might have.  It is the de fin ing fea -
ture of the moral act un der stood as duty.
Iden ti fy ing service as a core value makes the
moral act—the moral agent’s duty—cru cial to 
moral rea soning in the Air Force.  In fram ing
moral is sues, it is not enough for air men to
con sid er their own in teg rity or their acts’
out comes.  They must also ask what their
moral du ties are un der the cir cum stances,
what acts are mor ally right or wrong. They
must ask, that is, what serv ice re quires of
them.

Ex cel lence:  The Out come.  In morali ty’s 
struc ture as “some one do ing some thing to
some one,” the third di men sion is the some -
one af fected by the moral agent’s act. This
some one may be a per son or a group of per -
sons, and it may be or in clude the moral
agent him self or her self.15  We can ref er to
the ef fects of the moral agent’s act as “the
moral out come.”  The moral out come in cludes
the im me di ate and the long- term con se -
quences of an act, the di rect and in di rect
con se quences, and the in tended and the un -
in tended con se quences. It is, for ex am ple,
the neu trali za tion of a tar get struck by an
air man, the con tri bu tion of that sor tie to
the over all strat egy, and the un in tended col -
lat eral dam age caused by the strike.  The

moral out come is sim ply what hap pens to
per sons be cause of the moral agent’s act.

Like the moral agent and the moral act,
the moral out come also fo cuses a strat egy
for fram ing ethi cal is sues.  Outcome-
 focused moral theo ries chart sig nifi cant fea -
tures of the moral ter rain by ask ing what re -
sults ought to be at tained and what re sults
ought to be avoided.  These theo ries con -
sid er whether or not the con se quences of an
act are mor ally de sir able, and so these theo -
ries gauge moral worth on the ba sis of what
an act achieves in ac tual bene fits and harms
to per sons. Ac cord ing to these theo ries, cer -
tain out comes—over all hu man hap pi ness,
for exam ple—are mor ally more de sir able
than oth ers. Moral worth de pends more on
achieving those out comes than on the
agent’s in ten tions or the mo ral ity of the
means taken to pro duce the out come. On
this ap proach, ly ing and slavehold ing are
wrong be cause the harm they cause out -
weighs any bene fits they pro duce. Outcome-
 focused theo ries are typi cally “utilitarian” be -
cause they evalu ate char ac ter and acts by ref -
er ence to their util ity for achiev ing mor ally
de sir able out comes. Some vari ants of this
ap proach hold that what really mat ters is
not the out come of a par ticu lar act, but
rather the out come of fol low ing the rule
pre scrib ing that act. In ei ther case, how ever,
it is still the “bot tom line” that counts.  This 
is a per sua sive way of think ing about mo ral -
ity, and many find it hard to imag ine how to 
evalu ate char ac ter traits or acts ex cept in
terms of the real- world con se quences of those
traits and acts.  John Stu art Mill’s “great est
hap pi ness prin ci ple”—that acts are right to
the ex tent they maxi mize hap pi ness—is the
clas sic outcome- focused the ory.16  Be cause
of their strong sense of mis sion and get ting
the job done, the outcome- focused ap proach
to moral rea son ing is as at trac tive to air men
and as effec tive for them in fram ing moral is -
sues as the act- focused and agent- focused
ap proaches.  The core value of “ex cel lence
in all we do” points di rectly to the moral
out come—to the air man’s mis sion. Just as in -
teg rity char ac ter izes the moral agent and
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serv ice char ac ter izes the moral act, ex cel -
lence char ac ter izes the moral out come. To
the ex tent that a per son’s moral re spon si bil -
ity is to op ti mize mor ally de sir able re sults,
ex cel lence is the mor ally re quired out come.
In this way, ex cel lence is not just one more
fea ture of what a per son does. It is the de -
fin ing fea ture of the mor ally ex pected out -
come.  It de scribes the level of suc cess
ex pected of the moral agent in pro duc ing an 
out come—and for the air man the out come
that mat ters is the mis sion. Ex cel lence is
pro duc ing ex cel lent re sults in car ry ing out
the mis sion. Iden ti fy ing ex cel lence as a core 
value makes the moral out come—the re sults
the air man achieves—cru cial to moral rea -
son ing in the Air Force. In fram ing moral is -
sues, it is not enough for air men to con sid er 
their in teg rity or their du ties.  They must
also con sid er the re sults they are mor ally ex -
pected to achieve in get ting the job done.
They must ask, that is, how to ac com plish
their mis sion with ex cel lence.

The Core Values as a Framework
for Moral Reasoning

Un der stood in terms of morali ty’s “some -
one do ing some thing to some one” struc -
ture, the core val ues are a com pre hen sive
frame work for moral rea son ing.  All of the
core val ues, and only these three, are
needed to frame moral is sues. They are a
map to any situa tion in which air men plan
what to do, carry out an op era tion, or draw
“les sons learned.”  Integ rity, serv ice, and ex -
cel lence name and link to gether all di men -
sions of the struc ture of mo ral ity—agent, act,
and duty.  And so they in ef fect ac ti vate all
strate gies for moral rea son ing. 

This ex plains why air men must keep all
three core val ues in sight. Agent, act, and
out come are in ex tri ca bly tied to gether.
Many mis takes in ethi cal theo ries and in
prac ti cal moral rea son ing re sult from re duc -
ing all of mo ral ity to a sin gle di men sion
and claim ing that di men sion is the “foun da -
tion” of all mo ral ity.17 Some agent- focused

theo ries at tempt to re duce act and out come
to as pects of char ac ter.  A nar cis sis tic fo cus
on char ac ter will, how ever, in vite some to
ex cuse them selves from moral rules. They
might rea son:  “I am a per son of in teg rity,
and so, by defi ni tion, I am right and rules
oth ers need to dis tin guish right and wrong
don’t ap ply to me.” Some act- focused theo ries 
de value char ac ter and con se quences by in -
sist ing that there is moral worth only in do -
ing the right thing. But a sense of duty that
is lim ited to un think ing obe di ence to Air
Force in struc tions will too read ily di vert air -
men from char ac ter de vel op ment and from
find ing ways to im prove Air Force prac tices.
Simi larly, some outcome- focused theo ries
see lit tle value in char ac ter or in moral acts
ex cept to the ex tent that they pro duce re -
sults. There is some rea son to worry that the
Air Force of fi cer and en listed evalua tion sys -
tems may con trib ute to this mis take. By fo -
cus ing al most ex clu sively on “mis sion
im pact” and “per form ance,” perfor mance re -
ports may cause air men to un der value char -
ac ter and to think too lit tle about the means 
they use to achieve mis sion im pact. The core 
val ues can pre vent all these mis takes. The
frame work of in teg rity, serv ice, and ex cel -
lence al lows—in deed re quires—the air man to 
keep in bal ance the en tire struc ture of mo -
ral ity—agent, act, and out come.

It is for this rea son that the Air For ce’s core
val ues, un der stood as a frame work for
moral rea son ing, can not be a short- lived
man agement pro gram. Any plan for moral
rea soning—in or out of the Air Force—will
look some thing like the Air Force core val -
ues if it takes all of mo ral ity into ac count.
Man age ment styles (and ethi cal theo ries, for 
that mat ter) come and go. But the struc ture 
of mo ral ity and the strate gies for moral rea -
son ing based on it will not. The Air Force
could call the frame work’s parts some thing
other than “core val ues.” The Air Force
could use dif fer ent la bels for its core val -
ues—“honor,” “duty,” and “coun try,” for ex -
am ple, come close to the same thing.18

What ever la bels the Air Force uses, how ever,
there will be this three- part frame work of

44  AIRPOWER JOURNAL  SPRING 1997



“val ues” that are “core” for think ing
through ethi cal is sues. Some air men may
ques tion whether or gan i za tional core val ues 
are a fash ion able man age ment gim mick, but 
be cause the Air Force core val ues ex press the 
en tire struc ture of mo ral ity, they have every 
rea son to com mit them selves to them.

Tak ing the core val ues as a frame work for 
moral rea son ing also an swers the doubt that 
the core val ues are not par ticu larly ap pro pri -
ate to the Air Force or to mili tary pro fes sion -
als. As a frame work re flect ing morali ty’s
struc ture, the core val ues are not unique to
the Air Force—nor are they in tended to be. 
 Anyone could prof ita bly take them as a
plan for moral rea son ing. It is the Air For ce’s 
“core com pe ten cies” that de scribe its sin -
gu lar strengths.  The core val ues show air -
men how to de velop and em ploy those
com pe ten cies ethi cally. Re flect ing the en tire 
do main of mo ral ity, the core val ues are al to -
gether ap pro pri ate for air men of a na tion
com mit ted to pre par ing for, wag ing, and
win ning its wars law fully and ethi cally.

An other way of put ting this is to say that
it is air men who make the core val ues ap -
pro pri ate to the Air Force.  The Air For ce’s
core val ues de fine air men. In teg rity de fines
who air men should be, serv ice de fines what
they should do, and ex cel lence de fines what
they should achieve.  But that is only half
the story: air men also de fine the core val -
ues. The core val ues do not them selves
frame ethi cal is sues. Air men do that—us ing
the core val ues.  In many cases, air men face
mul ti ple ethi cal de mands. The tough est
ethi cal choice air men face is not tell ing
right from wrong. Air men know the dif fer -
ence be tween right and wrong. The tough est
ethi cal chal lenges are bal anc ing com ple -
men tary and some times com pet ing val ues.19

It is of ten a chal lenge to bal ance the de -
mands of be ing a mor ally good per son do -
ing mor ally right acts to achieve mor ally
de sir able out comes. This is so for any one,
but es pe cially true for air men in the “fog”
and “fric tion” of pre par ing for and wag ing
war. Air men must use the core val ues to put
these com ple men tary de mands into bal ance

for them selves and the Air Force. In that
sense, air men exe cut ing the Air Force mis -
sion for the na tion fill in the defi ni tions of
the core val ues and make them mili tary val -
ues and Air Force val ues. They do so by dis -
cuss ing the core val ues, by us ing the core
val ues to guide their de ci sion mak ing, and
by put ting the core val ues into ac tion. In
the end, it is air men who show what in teg -
rity, serv ice, and ex cel lence ac tu ally mean in 
the Air Force.

But how ex actly can air men use the core
val ues not only to frame ethi cal is sues, but
also to re solve them and put their de ci sions
into ac tion? Tak ing the core val ues as a
frame work for moral rea son ing dis pels
doubts that the core val ues are only an
ephem eral slo gan not es pe cially ap pro pri ate
to the mili tary. This analy sis, how ever, does
not yet ad dress the doubt that the core val -
ues are un re al is tic and will not work in the
real world. Nor does it show that the core
val ues can not in prac tice be come good means
for an evil end. To do that, it is nec es sary to 
show how the core val ues re solve ethi cal is -
sues. And to do that, it is nec es sary to dis tin -
guish not only the di men sions of morali ty’s 
struc ture, but also the di men sions of its pur -
pose. While the struc ture of mo ral ity is the
core of moral rea son ing, the pur pose of mo -
ral ity pro vides val ues for moral rea son ing.

The Purpose of Morality
and the Core Values

The pur pose of mo ral ity, as I un der stand
it, has two di men sions—regu la tion and in -
spi ra tion. Val ues for re solv ing ethi cal ques -
tions line up along these two di men sions.
This sec tion out lines these two di men sions
and then shows how each of the Air Force
core val ues rep re sents both regu la tion and
in spi ra tion. The re sult is to show that the
core val ues point out for air men stan dards
and ide als—and that this ac counts for their
co her ence.20  This an swers ob jec tions that the
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core val ues are un re al is tic and that they
could be come a good means to an evil end.

Morality as Regulation and Inspiration

The pur pose of mo ral ity is to show us how
to at tain the goals of a moral life. Every
human en ter prise, in clud ing mo ral ity, has
means and ends. Of ten the line be tween the
two is blurred, and the end of one ac tiv ity is
usu ally the means for an other. But the ba sic
pat tern is that every ac tiv ity pro vides its
means to reach its ends.21  The pur pose of
any hu man en ter prise thus has two di men -
sions:  (1) the tools or means it pro vides for
reach ing goals and (2) those goals or ends.
The ath lete reaches for the goals of play ing
the game well and win ning by us ing the
sport’s tools—by fol lowing the rules of the
game and ex ploit ing its  tech niques and tac -
tics.  The mili tary strate gist reaches for the
goals of mili tary vic tory and peace by us ing
the in stru ments of war—by fol low ing rules
gov ern ing the tech nol ogy, prin ci ples, law,
and mo ral ity of war. In every hu man ac tiv -
ity, prac ti tio ners fol low the activi ty’s
rules—not just for the sake of fol low ing the
rules, but for reach ing the activi ty’s goals.
The en ter prise of lead ing a moral life has
these same two di men sions. Mo ral ity has
vari ous and com plex roles, but its pur pose is 
just to pro vide the means and ends for a
moral life. If morali ty’s struc ture is
someone- doing- something- to- someone, its
pur pose is to pro vide the means and ends
for do ing so mor ally.

Serv ice means duty, and duty
means re spect and dig nity.

Morali ty’s means are moral stan dards
that regu late us, and its ends are moral ide -
als that in spire us. Mo ral ity is a sys tem of ob -
li ga tions and also a source of as pi ra tions,
and the Air Force core val ues are best un der -

stood as repre sent ing both.  Just as the core
val ues re quire air men to take into ac count
all three di men sions of morali ty’s struc ture, 
they should also be un der stood to point air -
men to ward both di men sions of morali ty’s
pur pose.

The first di men sion of morali ty’s pur pose
is regu la tion. Mo ral ity does this through
standards that im pose moral ob li ga tions.
Moral stan dards pre scribe mor ally pro hib -
ited, per mit ted, or re quired char ac ter traits,
acts, and out comes. Air men find these stan -
dards expressed in their law, regu la tions, poli -
cies, and cus toms—and in their core val ues.
Ob ligatory stan dards main tain the mili tary
ef fi ciency and the good or der and dis ci pline
re quired to carry out the mili tary’s role. Be -
cause of the mili tary’s cru cial role in na -
tional se cu rity, stan dards for air men are
more de mand ing than those out side the
mili tary.  For ex am ple, it may be im proper
for oth ers to be late for work or rude, but it
is both a breach of mo ral ity and a crimi nal
of fense for a mili tary mem ber to be late or
dis re spect ful. Moral stan dards are typi cally
ex pressed in rules, and many of the rules im -
pose a pen alty for their vio la tion.  But
whether or not a moral stan dard is for mal -
ized in a pu ni tive rule, its vio la tion is im -
moral, and the air man is account able for
the vio la tion. When serv ing morali ty’s regu -
la tory func tion, the core val ues rep re sent
stan dards air men must meet and an swer for.

The sec ond di men sion of morali ty’s
purpose is in spi ra tion.  Mo ral ity does this
through ide als that give us moral as pi ra -
tions. If moral stan dards are “rules of the
game” we must fol low, moral ide als are the
goals of “play ing the game well and win -
ning.”  Moral ide als por tray char ac ter
traits, acts, and achieve ments we should as -
pire to.  For air men, these ide als are im plicit
in their law, regu la tions, poli cies, and cus -
toms.  They find them too in the ex am ples
set by their moral he roes and men tors.  And
they find them in their core val ues. These
ide als show air men how to use mili tary ef fi -
ciency and good or der and dis ci pline to tri -
umph de ci sively and mor ally in car ry ing out 
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the mili tary func tion. Just as mili tary stan -
dards are more de mand ing than ci vil ian
stan dards, mili tary ide als also de mand ex -
traor di nary dedi ca tion and sac ri fice. Per sons 
out side the mili tary who do not con stantly
strive for moral ide als usu ally do not im peril 
oth ers. But air men who do not con stantly
ex ert them selves to reach for the ide als of
the mili tary pro fes sion put na tional in ter -
ests and even na tional sur vival at risk. While 
moral stan dards are usu ally ex pressed in
rules, moral ide als are of ten ex pressed in
sto ries of ex traor di nary vir tue, acts, or ac -
com plish ments. Moral stan dards de mand
com pli ance, and we hold vio la tors ac count -
able.  Moral ide als, how ever, in spire striv ing, 
and we ad mire those who thrive on their
ide als. Re flect ing morali ty’s in spi ra tional di -
men sion, the core val ues are ide als air men
must con stantly strive for.

In any par ticu lar case, the line be tween
stan dard and ideal may be blurred.  In deed,
the ideal in some cir cum stances may be the
stan dard in oth ers. In eth ics, as else where,
“the nice to have” at one time and place
may be “the bare mini mum” at an other.  Still, 
one can dis tin guish stan dard and ideal in
every ethi cal situa tion, and it is im por tant
to do so be cause con fus ing them will con -
fuse moral rea son ing.  When air men use the 
core val ues for moral rea son ing, it is im por -
tant they see that each of the core val ues ex -
presses both ob li ga tions and as pi ra tions.
Al though it is by no means a com plete ac -
count of all the stan dards and ide als the core
val ues rep re sent, the fol low ing analy sis in di -
cates how the core val ues can both regu late
and in spire.

Integrity:  Forthright Honesty and
the Good Person

As a moral stan dard, in teg rity or di nar ily
means forth right hon esty.  It means be ing
the kind of per son oth ers can rely on for ac -
cu rate, com plete, and timely dis clo sure of
facts. Lead ers at every level in any or gani za -
tion re quire truth ful re port ing from sub or -

di nates to make ef fec tive de ci sions. This is
es pe cially so for mili tary lead ers pre par ing
for and wag ing war. De ci sions about the pro -
cure ment and em ploy ment of weapon sys -
tems, for ex am ple, must be based on full
and ex act re ports about the sys tems’ per -
form ance. De ci sions taken “in the fog of
war” are es pe cially de pend ent on hon est re -
port ing about ca pa bili ties and op era tions.
And if lead ers at every level re quire truth ful
re port ing from sub or di nates, sub or di nates
also re quire hon esty from their lead ers.
Good or der and dis ci pline and a high state
of mo rale re quire com plete con fi dence in
lead ers’ words.

As a moral ideal, how ever, in teg rity de -
mands more than be ing the kind of per son
who can be counted on to tell the truth. In -
teg rity also de mands that air men be per sons 
of good char ac ter.  This, in fact, is the origi -
nal sense of the word “in teg rity” as “in te -
grat ed ness,” “whole ness,” or
“whole some ness.”  It is a whole ness Plato
de scribed as a kind of har mony within a per -
son among rea son, spirit, and de sire—a har -
mony pos si ble only if rea son is in
com mand.22  Air men find this sense of in -
teg rity in the Air For ce’s “whole per son con -
cept.” This does not mean “check ing
blocks” by ob tain ing aca demic de grees and
do ing vol un teer work in the com mu nity. It
means a con tinu ing ethi cal re spon si bil ity to 
im prove one self.  In teg rity is an ethi cal re -
spon si bil ity to de velop not just the vir tue of 
truth ful ness, but all the vir tues. Car ry ing
out the mili tary role well re quires not only
that mili tary pro fes sion als do their duty and 
have an im pact on the mis sion, but also that 
they strive to be per sons of good char ac ter.
In teg rity as hon esty is “a rule of the game”
from which air men can not de vi ate.  In teg -
rity as the whole per son, on the other hand,
is the goal of “play ing well and win ning” for 
which air men must reach. They reach for
this ideal not merely for the sake of play ing
well, but for the sake of be ing the air and
space force needed to win the na tion’s wars. 
For the Air Force to per form its func tion
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well, it is not enough that air men be truth -
ful. They must also be good per sons.

Service:  Obedience and Respect
for Human Dignity

As a moral stan dard, serv ice bef ore self or di -
nar ily means al ways do ing one’s du ties
what ever the cost to self.  Serv ice is un con -
di tional obe di ence to law ful or ders. In this
sense, mili tary serv ice is un like any other
call ing.  Per sons in other pro fes sions, in or -
di nary jobs, can opt out.  They can quit. Do -
ing their jobs is con di tioned on their
con tin ued in ter est in do ing so.  Mili tary
pro fes sion als, how ever, can not quit.  It is a
crimi nal of fense for them to dis obey or ders
or ab sent them selves with out author ity.  Be -
yond this le gal ob li ga tion, how ever, they are 
un der an ethi cal ob li ga tion al ways to place
mili tary du ties bef ore all other in ter ests.
They must avoid even the ap pear ance of a
con flict be tween per sonal in ter ests and
mili tary du ties. Na tional se cu rity re quires
this.  Their prom ise to de fend the na tion
im poses an ethi cal ob li ga tion to put mili -
tary du ties first.

As a moral ideal, how ever, serv ice bef ore
self de mands more than obe di ence. Serv ice
also de mands that air men al ways serve out
of re spect for hu man dig nity.  Serv ice
means duty, and duty means re spect and
dig nity. The en tire mean ing of moral duty
is re spect for hu man dig nity.23  The only ba -
sis for any moral duty—the only ba sis for
claim ing that some acts are right and oth ers
are wrong re gard less of their con se -
quences—is pro tect ing and pro mot ing the
moral worth of each in di vid ual. Or, as Kant
put it, we must never use per sons only as a
means for achiev ing some end. Air men must 
treat each other not only as in stru ments for
get ting the job done, but also as in di vidu als
un ques tiona bly wor thy of re spect. And air -
men may not limit their re spect for hu man
dig nity to other air men. Their re spect for
hu man ity must ex tend to all per sons—to the 
peo ple they de fend, to their al lies, and even

to their ad ver sar ies. Two axi oms of the law
and eth ics of war—that we must dis crimi nate 
be tween com bat ants and non com bat ants
when we ap ply mili tary force and that our
ap pli ca tion of mili tary force must be pro -
por tional to the mili tary ob jec tive—are
based on re spect for hu man dig nity. It is be -
cause of our re spect for their dig nity that
our use of mili tary force against in no cents
and non com bat ants, as well as against com -
bat ants, is sub ject to the se ver est con straints. 
Even in war—or es pe cially in war— air men
can not lose sight of the moral worth of hu -
man ity. Many Air Force stan dards—tar get ing
rules and rules pro hib it ing sex ual har ass -
ment, for ex am ple—re flect re spect for hu -
man dig nity. Serv ice as a moral ideal,
how ever, re quires not only that air men com -
ply with these spe cific stan dards, but also
that they strive con stantly to show re spect
for each in di vidu al’s dig nity. Serv ice as obe -
di ence is “a rule of the game” from which
air men can not de vi ate. Serv ice as re spect
and dig nity, on the other hand, is the goal of 
“play ing well and win ning” for which air -
men must al ways strive. They strive for this
ideal for the sake of serv ing as the air and
space force needed to pre pare for and to win 
the na tion’s wars law fully and ethi cally. For
the Air Force to per form its func tion well, it
is not enough that air men be du ti ful. They
must also act out of re spect for hu man dig -
nity.

Excellence:  Mission Accomplishment and
Constant Improvement 

As a moral stan dard, ex cel lence or di nar ily
means ac com plish ing the mis sion well.  It
means a de ter mined fo cus on re sults—on
get ting the job done right the first time and
on time.  The mili tary func tion is so im por -
tant and so ex act ing that get ting the job
done de mands more in the mili tary than it
does else where. Mis sion fail ure in the mili -
tary en dan gers na tional sur vival, and per -
form ing the mili tary role re quires
ca pa bili ties and en tails risks not found in
other call ings.  For this rea son, a stan dard of 
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ex cel lence is needed merely to get the job
done in the mili tary. Get ting by with a
mini mal level of ef fort of ten suf fices out side 
the mili tary, but ex cel lence is the only stan -
dard for ac com plish ing the mili tary mis sion. 
The air man’s prom ise to de fend the na tion
im poses an ethi cal ob li ga tion to use every
ef fort to ac com plish the mis sion.

As a moral ideal, how ever, ex cel lence de -
mands more than mis sion ac com plish ment.
Ex cel lence also de mands that air men con -
stantly pro duce more and bet ter re sults.
This is the mean ing of “ex cel”—to sur pass,
to go be yond what is ex pected.  As an ideal,
ex cel lence means ex ceed ing the de mands of
duty to achieve re sults in ex cess of “get ting
the job done.” To re main the world’s most
re spected air and space force, the Air Force
must con stantly im prove, must con stantly
in no vate. Merely main tain ing to day’s stan -
dard, merely achiev ing to day’s mis sion re -
quire ments, puts the Air Force in dan ger of
fal ling be hind.  Air men must be ad ven tur -
ous in “re in vent ing” the Air Force to pro tect 
and pro mote the na tion’s in ter ests.  They
must take risks, and must en cour age oth ers
to take risks, to im prove eve ry thing about
the Air Force—its or gani za tion, its pro cesses,
its doc trine. Ex cel lence as mis sion ac com -
plish ment is “a rule of the game” air men
must ob serve.  Ex cel lence as con stant im -
prove ment, on the other hand, is the goal of
“play ing well and win ning” for which air -
men must con tinu ously strive. They strive
for this ideal for the sake of pro duc ing the
air and space force needed to fight and win
the na tion’s wars. For the Air Force to de -
fend the na tion, it is not enough that air -
men ac com plish the mis sion. They must
also con stantly find ways to ex cel, to go be -
yond mis sion ac com plish ment.

The Core Values as Standards 
and Ideals

Looked at in terms of morali ty’s
purpose, the Air Force core val ues are moral 

stan dards and also moral ide als.  They point
out ob li ga tions and as pi ra tions as air men
think through any situa tion in which they
make a de ci sion, exe cute the de ci sion, or
learn les sons from an op era tion.  They point 
out both forth right hon esty and the whole
per son, both obe di ence and re spect for hu -
man dig nity, and both mis sion ac com plish -
ment and con stant in no va tion. 

This ex plains why air men must un der -
stand their core val ues as both stan dards
and ide als. Of course, the la bels hon esty,
whole per son, and so on do not cap ture all
the ob li ga tions and as pi ra tions the core val -
ues contain for air men.  They do, how ever,
show that the dis tinc tion be tween ob li ga -
tions and as pi ra tions is a tool air men can
use to re solve ethi cal is sues.  It is a tool air -
men can use to gether with the dis tinc tions
the core val ues draw among agent, act, and
out come to frame ethi cal is sues.  In meet ing 
the chal lenge to be a mor ally good per son
do ing the mor ally right act and achiev ing
the mor ally de sir able out come, air men must 
con sid er the vary ing weights that the core
val ues have as stan dards and ide als in any
par ticu lar situa tion.

Many mis takes in eth ics and in prac ti cal
moral rea son ing re sult from con fus ing ob li -
ga tion and as pi ra tion.  Both are nec es sary:
with out moral stan dards it is not pos si ble to 
main tain or der, and with out moral ide als it
is not pos si ble to di rect that or der to ward
moral vic to ries.  But we should not con fuse
them by mak ing com pli ance with stan dards
op tional or by mak ing achiev ing ide als com -
pul sory.  We ad mire and praise per sons who
em body moral ide als.  We do not, how ever,
praise them for ob serv ing stan dards.  Truth -
ful ness, obe di ence, and mis sion ac com plish -
ment are just what the Air Force ex pects.
On the other hand, while we blame per sons
for their vio la tions of stan dards, we don’t
blame them for their short falls in reach ing
for ide als. This ex plains some of the con fu -
sion about “the one- mistake Air Force.” Air -
men must be held to ac count for vio lat ing
the Air Force stan dards ex pressed in the core 
val ues. But “ac count abil ity” misses the
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point in talk ing about the ide als ex pressed
in the core val ues. Vio la tions of Air Force
stan dards are a kind of mis take, of ten a
crimi nal mis take.  Fal ling short of Air Force
ide als may also be a kind of mis take, but a
very dif fer ent kind.  For ex am ple, mis takes
made in seek ing to im prove the Air Force are 
of ten the re sults of risks air men should take
in striv ing for the ideal of ex cel lence.  A fear 
of “ac count abil ity” should not de ter air men
from search ing for bet ter ways to per form.
But nei ther can the Air For ce’s will ing ness
to ac cept such mis takes lead air men to
suppose that the Air Force con dones vio la -
tions of its stan dards.

If they [Air Force lead ers] tol er ate
breaches of Air Force stan dards or if 
they se lec tively en force them un der
a “dou ble stan dard,” there will be
cyni cism about the core val ues.

It is for this rea son that the Air For ce’s
core val ues, un der stood as ob li ga tion and
as pi ra tion, should not lead to hy poc risy or
cyni cism. The core val ues re quire air men to
meet Air Force stan dards, but they do not re -
quire air men to be per fect.  Air Force lead ers 
must hold them selves and oth ers ac count -
able for fail ing to meet the Air Force stan -
dards ex pressed in the core val ues. If they
tol er ate breaches of Air Force stan dards or if
they se lec tively en force them un der a “dou -
ble stan dard,” there will be cyni cism about
the core val ues.  There is no rea son, how -
ever, for cyni cism about tol er at ing, learn ing
from, and even en cour ag ing those who
strive for but fall short of the ide als ex -
pressed in the core val ues.  It con fuses the
means and ends of mo ral ity to claim that
the core val ues set un re al is ti cally high stan -
dards that can not be en forced.  As stan dards 
of hon esty, obe di ence, and mis sion ac com -
plish ment, the core val ues are not im pos si -

bly high.  Air Force stan dards are in deed ex -
traor di nar ily high be cause the mili tary mis -
sion is cru cial to so ci ety.  But air men can
and do meet these stan dards eve ry day, and
Air Force lead ers can and do en force the
stan dards.  As moral ide als, how ever, the
core val ues are, in a sense, im pos si bly high.
The whole per son con cept, un wav er ing re -
spect for hu man dig nity, and con stant im -
prove ment are high ide als—even im pos si bly
high ide als in the sense that they al ways ask
more of air men.  Ide als that did not al ways
ask more would be worth lit tle to the Air
Force.  Air Force ide als ask air men to go
“above and be yond” through out their ca -
reers. With out the dis tinc tion be tween stan -
dards and ide als, air men could mis lead
them selves into cyni cism about the core val -
ues. With the dis tinc tion, how ever, they will 
hold them selves to the Air For ce’s high stan -
dards and drive them selves to ward the Air
For ce’s high ide als.

The most se ri ous mis take about the core
val ues—that they could be come a good
means to an evil end—also gives way when
we see that the core val ues are both stan -
dards and ide als.  The core val ues can not be
a good means to an evil end sim ply be cause
they are not mere means.  As stan dards and
ide als, they are both means and ends.  It is
true that a per son can be truth ful, put duty
bef ore self, and achieve ex cel lent re sults—all
for the sake of ag gres sion, geno cide, or some 
other im moral pur pose. Crimi nals, in clud -
ing war crimi nals, may ob serve an “honor
among thieves” with stan dards of hon est re -
port ing, put ting the or gani za tion ahead of
self, and achiev ing re sults.  No one, how -
ever, can per vert the stan dards of in teg rity,
serv ice, and ex cel lence to ward an evil end
when these stan dards are linked to their cor -
re spond ing moral ide als. In teg rity un der -
stood as the good char ac ter of the whole
per son is en tirely ir rec on cil able with hon est 
re port ing in sup port of an evil goal.  Serv ice 
un der stood as re spect for the dig nity of all
per sons in and out of the Air Force is com -
pletely in con sis tent with wrong fully harm -
ing the in no cent. Ex cel lent but evil re sults
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are not pos si ble when ex cel lence is un der -
stood as con stant im prove ment of the air
and space force needed to de fend the na tion 
mor ally and law fully in pur suit of moral
and law ful in ter ests.  A per son of good char -
ac ter act ing out of re spect for hu man dig -
nity to achieve the great est bene fits for the
great est number sim ply can not serve an evil
end. Un der stood as stan dards sol idly linked
to ide als, the core val ues do not limit the
air man’s ethi cal ho ri zon to truth ful re port -
ing, work ing self lessly, and ob tain ing ex cel -
lent re sults.  On the con trary, they ex pand
the ethi cal ho ri zon to en com pass in spir ing
and de mand ing ide als that en no ble air men.

Conclusion
The Air Force core val ues are won der fully 

sim ple and force ful. Their sig nifi cance is
self- evident.  Still, in or der to pre vent mis -
un der stand ing and mis use of the core val -
ues, it is im por tant to ex plain the
tre men dous po ten tial they hold for the Air
Force.  I have at tempted to do that in terms
of the struc ture and pur pose of mo ral ity.  By 
no means is this the only way to ac count for 
the core val ues. There are other philo sophi -
cal ac counts of the core val ues, and it would 
be in struc tive also to ex am ine the core val -
ues from per spec tives of fered by law, his -
tory, be hav ioral sci ences, man age ment
the ory, po liti cal sci ence, re lig ion, and so on. 
In ad di tion, show ing one role for the core
val ues in fram ing and re solv ing ethi cal is -
sues is, of course, only a first step to ward ac -
tu ally fram ing and re solv ing those is sues.
Nev er the less, an analy sis driven by the

struc ture and the pur pose of mo ral ity does
turn out, I think, to be par ticu larly use ful
for ex plain ing the power of the core val ues.

Un der stood in terms of morali ty’s struc -
ture and pur pose, the core val ues are a com -
pre hen sive plan for fram ing ethi cal is sues
and also a co her ent source of stan dards and
ide als for re solv ing them.  The core values
en com pass each di men sion of morali ty’s
struc ture—agent, act, and out come—and so
map out the en tire do main of moral rea son -
ing.  In this way, they rep re sent core ele -
ments for fram ing ethi cal is sues.  Air men
frame ethi cal is sues by ask ing how a per son
of in teg rity puts serv ice bef ore self to
achieve ex cel lent re sults in the Air Force.
The core val ues also en com pass both di -
men sions of morali ty’s pur pose—ob li ga tion
and as pi ra tion—and so stand for stan dards
and ide als. They stand for in teg rity as both
forth right hon esty and the good per son, for
serv ice as both obe di ence to duty and re -
spect for hu man dig nity, and for ex cel lence
as both mis sion ac com plish ment and con -
stant in no va tion.  In this way, they rep re sent 
val ues for re solv ing ethi cal is sues.  Air men
re solve ethi cal is sues by ad her ing to the
high stan dards for which they hold each
other ac count able in or der to carry out the
mili tary role and also by striv ing for the de -
mand ing ide als that pro pel them to build
the most re spected air and space force.  It
must seem fan tas tic to claim that the Air
Force core val ues can some how con tain all
di men sions of mo ral ity.  But the three
phrases the Air Force uses to name its core
val ues are mean ing ful enough for air men to 
un der stand them just that way.

Notes

1.  Two notes on ter mi nol ogy: (a) Al though in some con -
texts it is use ful to dis tin guish “eth ics” and “mo ral ity” (and
“ethi cal” and “moral”), I make no such dis tinc tion here. (b)
The term air men means eve ry one in the Air Force—of fi cer, en -
listed, and ci vil ian at all lev els.  The roles of these three groups
dif fer, as do the rules gov ern ing them; and so the de tailed ap pli -

ca tion of the core val ues to them may also dif fer.  But gener ally,
there is no need to dis tin guish among them in ex plain ing the
core val ues.

2. One has only to search for “core val ues” on the Inter net
to raise the ques tion of whether there is an or gani za tion that
hasn’t iden ti fied its core val ues.
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3. “All good ideas even tu ally get over sold. The im por tance
of a cor po rate vi sion and val ues is no ex cep tion. . . . The idea
was—and is—right. . . . But we must ac knowl edge how quickly
val ues can age, be com ing hope lessly nar row, ludi crously rami -
fied—and at odds with a shift ing mar ket place. Ironi cally, the
more vir tu ous the value (serv ice, peo ple), the greater the
chance of long- term per ver sion. Why? Be cause the ‘be tter’ the
value, the more ‘the es tab lish ment’ tries to make sure that you
ad here to it ex actly (em pha sis added).”  Tom Pe ters, Lib era tion
Man age ment: Nec es sary Dis or gani za tion for the Nano sec ond Nine -
ties (New York: Knopf, 1992), 616 .

4. For the Navy and the Ma rine Corps, the core val ues are
honor, cour age, and com mit ment.  Un til re cently, the Army de -
scribed its “ethos” as based on the val ues of duty, in teg rity, and
self less serv ice; these val ues were in turn sup ported by the
“pro fes sional quali ties” of com mit ment, com pe tence, can dor,
com pas sion, and cour age. But in 1996, the Army iden ti fied
seven core val ues: duty, in teg rity, loy alty, self less serv ice, honor,
cour age, and re spect.

5. DOD Di rec tive 5500.7-R, Joint Eth ics Regu la tion, August
1993, para graph 1- 100.

6. DOD’s 10 “pri mary ethi cal val ues” are: hon esty, in teg -
rity, loy alty, ac count abil ity, fair ness, car ing, re spect, prom ise keep -
ing, re spon si ble citi zen ship, and pur suit of ex cel lence. DODD
5500.7-R, August 1993, para graph 12- 501. The Joint Eth ics Regu -
la tion de fines these val ues in terms of pub li c serv ice with no
ref er ence to war fight ing. The Joint Eth ics Regu la tion also pro -
vides a 10- step “ethi cal decision- making plan” (par. 12- 601).

7. Himm ler iden ti fied four “vir tues of the SS- man”; he
called them “the ba sis of this or gani za tion” and said they were
of “de ci sive sig nifi cance and im por tance.” The four vir tues
were loy alty, obe di ence, brav ery, and truth ful ness. “Speech of
the Reichsfue hrer—SS at the meet ing of SS Major- Generals at
Posen, Oc to ber 4th, 1943,” Docu ment 1919- PS, Nazi Con spir acy
and Ag gres sion , vol. 4 (Wash ing ton, D.C.: Of fice of United States 
Chief of Coun sel for Prose cu tion of Axis Crimi nal ity, 1946),
558–72.

8. “None of this should sur prise us. Af ter all, most mass
kill ing has been in the serv ice of rigid vir tu ous val ues . . . .” Pe -
ters, 616.

9. Nu mer ous works in ap plied eth ics put strate gies of
moral rea son ing in three groups that ap proxi mate the three di -
men sions I iden tify here. For ex am ple, Abra ham Edel, Eliza beth 
Flower, and Fin barr W. O’Con nor de scribe three “fami lies of
con cepts” we use to for mu late ethi cal is sues.  They are “vir tues and
vices and the moral at mos phere,” the “moral law:  the straight
and nar row path,” and “the good:  ends and means.” Cri tique of 
Ap plied Eth ics:  Re flec tions and Re com menda tions (Phila del -
phia: Tem ple Uni ver sity Press, 1994),136–68. Rush worth M. Kid der
de scribes “three prin ci ples for re solv ing” ethi cal dilem mas. They
are: care- based think ing, rule-based think ing, and ends- based
think ing. How Good Peo ple Make Tough Choices (New York:
Mor row, 1995), 151–76. Chris to pher D. Stone finds in “the lo -
gics of moral dis course” a dis tinc tion be tween “moral grad -
ing” and “moral pre scrip tion.” Grad ing con cerns the evalua tion 
of agents (per sons and in sti tu tions) while pre scrip tion con cerns
their con duct. Within the logic of pre scrip tion, he finds a fur -
ther dis tinc tion be tween sys tems that pre scribe a sin gle
“maxi mand” (e.g., clas sic utili tari an ism) and other sys tems
(e.g., Kanti an ism).  Earth and Other Eth ics:  The Case for Moral
Plu ral ism (New York: Harper & Row, 1987), 153–99.

10. “It is im pos si ble to con ceive any thing at all in the world,
or even out of it, which can be taken as good with out quali fi ca -
tion, ex cept a good will. . . . A good will is not good be cause of
what it ef fects or ac com plishes—be cause of its fit ness for at tain -
ing some pro posed end: it is good through its will ing alone,
that is, good in it self” (em pha sis added). Im manuel Kant,

Ground work of the Meta physic of Mor als, trans. H. J. Pa ton (New
York: Harper & Row, 1964), 61–62.

 11. In the Apol ogy, Plato has Soc ra tes ex plain why the un -
ex am ined life is not wor thy of a hu man.  The Laches is about
cour age, and the Re pub lic is about jus tice in the in di vid ual and
the state.  A. E. Tay lor, Plato: The Man and His Work (New York:
The Hu mani ties Press, 1937), pas sim.

12. Nichomachean Eth ics, trans. Mar tin Ost wald (In di an apo -
lis:  Bobbs- Merrill Pub lish ing, 1962), II.2 and 6.

 13. Wil liam J. Ben nett, ed., The Book of Vir tues: A Treas ury
of Great Moral Sto ries (New York: Si mon & Schus ter, 1993).

14. “A cate gori cal im pera tive would be one which rep re -
sented an ac tion as ob jec tively nec es sary in it self apart from its
re la tion to a fur ther end. . . . There is there fore only a sin gle
cate gori cal im pera tive and it is this: ‘Act only on that maxim
through which you can at the same time will that it should be -
come a uni ver sal law’.” Kant, 82, 88.

 15. It is one of the more in ter est ing tasks of moral phi loso -
phy to say which per sons are mor ally rele vant in as sess ing the
out come of an act.  Do the “per sons” we must take into ac count 
in clude fu ture gen era tions? Past gen era tions?  God?  Non hu -
man liv ing  things?  The en vi ron ment?

16. “The creed which ac cepts as the foun da tion of mor als
‘uti lity’ or the ‘grea test hap pi ness prin ci ple’ holds that ac tions
are right in pro por tion as they tend to pro mote hap pi ness;
wrong as they tend to pro duce the re verse of hap pi ness.” John
Stu art Mill, Utili tari an ism (New York: Bobbs- Merrill Com pany, 
Inc., 1957), 10.

 17. It is when this hap pens that “the struc tures known as
ethi cal theo ries are more threats to moral san ity and bal ance
than in stru ments for their at tain ment. They have these ma lign
char ac ter is tics prin ci pally be cause they are, by na ture, re duc tive. 
They re strict and warp moral re flec tion by their in sis tence that
moral con sid era tions are re lated in some hi er ar chi cal or der.”
Edmund L. Pin coffs, Quan da ries and Vir tues:  Against Re duc tiv ism
in Eth ics (Law rence, Kans.:  Uni ver sity Press of Kan sas, 1986), 2.

 18. Some other well- known tri ads of val ues also come
close to the same thing.  For ex am ple, it does not seem too
much of a stretch to sug gest that “faith” de scribes the kind of
per son the moral agent should be, “char ity” de scribes what
the moral agent should do, and “hope” re fers to the out comes
the moral agent strives to achieve.

 19. “When good peo ple en coun ter tough choices, it is rarely
be cause they’re fac ing a moral temp ta tion. . . . The really tough 
choices . . . don’t cen ter upon right ver sus wrong.  They in volve 
right ver sus right. They are genu ine di lem mas pre cisely be cause 
each side is firmly rooted in one of our ba sic, core val ues.” Kid -
der, 17–18. This is the theme too of W. D. Ross’s the ory “that
there are these vari ous and of ten con flict ing types of prima fa -
cie duty.” The Right and the Good (Ox ford: Ox ford Uni ver sity
Press, 1930), 16–47.

 20. Most moral theo ries rely to some de gree on a dis tinc -
tion ap proxi mat ing the one drawn here be tween stan dards and
ide als. Kant’s dis tinc tion be tween “per fect” and “im per fect” du -
ties is one ex am ple. Kant, 89–91. Other ex am ples in clude Lon
Fuller, who dis tin guishes “the mo ral ity of duty” and “the mo -
ral ity of as pi ra tion.” The Mo ral ity of Law, rev. ed. (New Ha ven:
Yale Uni ver sity Press, 1969), 5–32.  Ber nard Gert points out: “Al -
though the moral rules are the most im por tant part of mo ral ity, 
they are not all of it.  Mo ral ity con sists not only of rules, but also
of ide als.” Mo ral ity: A New Jus ti fi ca tion of the Moral Rules (New
York: Ox ford Uni ver sity Press, 1989), 160.

 21. “Every art or ap plied sci ence and every sys tem atic in -
ves ti ga tion, and simi larly every ac tion and choice, seem to aim
at some good.” Nichomachean Eth ics, 3, I.1, 1094a.

22. “And jus tice was in truth, it ap pears, some thing like
this.  It does not lie in a man’s ex ter nal ac tions, but in the way
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he acts within him self, really con cerned with him self and his in -
ner parts.  He does not al low each part of him self to per form
the work of an other, or the sec tions of his soul to med dle with
one an other.  He or ders what are in the true sense of the word
his own af fairs well; he is mas ter of him self, puts things in or -
der, is his own friend, har mo nizes the three parts . . . . He binds 
them all to gether, and him self from a plu ral ity be comes a

unity.” Pla to’s Re pub lic, trans. G. M. A. Grube (In di an apo lis:
Hack ett Pub lish ing Co., 1974), 107 (443d–e).

 23. That is what Kant showed in for mu lat ing the cate gori cal
im pera tive first in terms of “uni ver sal law” and then in terms
of the “end in it self.”  The sec ond for mu la tion of the cate gori -
cal impera tive is:  “Act in such a way that you al ways treat hu man -
ity, whether in your own per son or in the per son of any other,
never sim ply as a means, but al ways at the same time as an end.”
Kant, 96.

Of fi cial manu als, by the na ture of their com pi la tion, are
merely reg is ters of pre vail ing prac tice, not the log- books of
a sci en tific study of war.

—B. H. Lid dell Hart, 1944
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